When we are young, so many of us are too busy to savor fully the meaning of life. We wish to prosper and achieve success. Because of this ride to success, we exchange youth for achievement. By the time we've attained what we've struggled for, the merciless years have left their indelible mark. Many people consider it a biological injustice that the outward signs of deterioration become evident virtually at the height of their mental, physical and economic maturity. Few people feel their age; they only look it.
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Rates and rhythms of the progress of the aging phenomena are highly variable and embody complex relationships between biological and chronological processes. Ideally, we might all like to emulate the "one-hoss shay" and run precisely 100 years to the day. Regrettably, we are not built in such a logical way. In SainteBeuve's somber reflection, "in some parts one hardens; in others one goes bad; never does one grow ripe."
Although we all grow older and we all die, an obsession with youth is a particular province of American culture. In America, we are terribly preoccupied not just with age, but with how old a person looks. In this country it is better to fight age than to accept it, for in America acceptance of old age holds out few if any rewards.
We live in a country where new is good and old is bad. Because old age is bad, the mature often feel inferior to the young who largely ignore the old. Although there is no period of life without its particular pain, being old and looking it is exceptional in its torment and is regarded as the Achilles heel of the American system. In today's highly competitive world with its ubiquitous youth cult, there is a seeming conspiracy against the aged. In its obsession with youth, our society labels people as socially old by removing them from their customary employment at the age of 65 or 70 despite massive evidence that a person's level of mentality is maintained well past seventy. Millions of these shunted-aside old people are remarkably able. I.Q. testing shows no loss of general intelligence in the non-diseased brain. On the contrary, its cognitive process may increase with age and experience.
Job discrimination against the aged and increasingly against the middle-aged is already a fact of U.S. life: Consider how inadequate an aging adult can be made to feel if he or she is not young looking because in the crowded and fiercely competitive market-place, being old and looking it can be a real impediment. Obsolescence comes early. A job lost today at 40 or 45 may be the last job and because the aged lose the stimulus of feeling useful, this rejection based on age or just an aged appearance can be a lethal assault to their ego.
So much of the population believes that old is incompetent, old is infirm, old is inactive, old is sexless, old is senile, old is dying, old is helpless. The fact of the matter is that for the most part these are all myths and prejudices about growing old. Health in old age is more normal than infirmity. Certainly energy levels do recede and the old's ability to respond to stress is less vital than the young; however, numerous researchers have amassed enough evidence to show that most degenerative diseases are due to lifestyles as opposed to the biological aging process itself and that distinctive mental and physical decline are not a natural and inevitable feature of old age. Older people can learn and grow as much at 75 as at 25 if offered the same circumstances and stimulation as the young, for the capacity for new life and expansion occurs even in the oldest living things in the universe.
Regular exercise and proper nutritional eating habits appear to be the most important factors in both the prevention and management of degenerative diseases which are symptoms of chronic metabolic injury resulting from the highly processed, artifical diet eaten; principally from the excessive amounts of sugar, cholesterol and fat consumed. Man may not be as old as his arteries, but he most assuredly is as sick as his arteries.
This American neurosis about growing older affects both sexes, but afflicts women much more than men. Women in particular view aging as a movable doom for they are also penalized sexually as they pass their prime. This is not true for men who rarely panic about getting older in the way many women do. Because our culture is more accepting of older men there is a double standard. Men mature; women age. Aging can enhance a man's image. He can attact a much younger woman and indeed older, unattached men have always been portrayed in the throes of romance. For women, the advancing years bring few compensations. Our society counts physical attractiveness and youth much more important for women than men. If widowed or divorced in her middle-age or later years, a woman may not only find it difficult to find employment, but she may also find it impossible to remarry someone her own age. It is small wonder that women are haunted by numbers and undergo cosmetic surgery at a greater ratio than men. Although vanity and Vol. 1 No.3 Summer 1984 the urge for self-preservation are not the exclusive domain of women, it is a documented and undisputed fact that cosmetic surgery serves more women than men.
For a woman, and especially a beautiful woman, growing old in America can be a brutal, psychological death trip. Nature often bestows this favor with an iron hand, chaining its victim to a self-image whose emphasis is on looking good rather than on developing as a whole person. Since they are so admired for their appearance, these individuals seek applause instead of affirmation or self-realization. This diminishes the nurturing of inner strength and does not allow them to ever gain a full sense of themselves. This philosophy can lead to a piercing loneliness as time unravels this desolate betrayal.
Thus, aging for a woman often means not only an irrevocable economic descent, but also a gradual degrading process of sexual disqualification since they are considered at their most eligible when youthful after which their visual (and sexual) value drops steadily. In essence, they are considered old as soon as they no longer look very young.
During the past fifty years, there has been a change in the age distribution of our population. The fall in the birth rate and the decline in the death rate has caused a proportional shift in the ratio of young people to old. Today more than 40% of Americans are over 45. Twenty six million are now over 65. Conservative estimates indicate that by 1990, 30 million people in the United States will be over 65. America is turning gray, but we are not ready for it.
Along with this spectacular growth in numbers there has been a gradual and poignant devaluation of older people. This is producing bewildering sociological, economic and psychological problems. Our society dwells mainly on old age's somber side. Nor does our society always value experience. Instead of using the wisdom of age to help solve our problems, we have turned the aged themselves into a problem. Our fascination with youth has made us forget that often people considered "too old" have the youngest ideas of all.
Even the word itself has been purged. We speak not of old people but of "senior citizens." Growing old has become segregated or institutionalized in contemporary society. There is a tendency to separate the elderly from the mainstream of community life. For those who can afford it, entire communities have sprung up where those 65 or over cluster together for mutual support and exclude anyone under 65. The elderly poor (which is more common) are often hidden from the rest of society in special homes, in overcrowded sanitoriums, or in geriatric ghettos, to become in many cases, rocking-chair prisoners. Nursing homes today provide more beds than hospitals, and many are simply way stations to the cemetary. Medical advances are keeping older people alive at the same time that technology is making them obsolete. Old age is the ultimate test of an individual's courage, dignity and talent. In many cases, it brings sadness, not because it signals the end of enjoyment, but because it marks the end of hope. Here, death is not a tragedy, but merely an anticlimax.
Since growing old is inevitable, why have we allowed our society to make it so unjust, seem such a sin, like some moral disease? Why do we labor so incessantly to increase life expectancy when we have no time or use for the old? Why has it been made such a social judgement rather than what it is, a biological eventuality? After all, with luck we will all grow old someday. So why the mistreatment of the old? It is such a form of self-mutililation. And since the young have not really earned their youth, why do we make it seem such a virtue? Is it because the young represent new life, hope and almost infinite potential for development? Or is it because in our ignorance we believe that the "senior citizen" represents the end of life with minimal likelihood for growth? Irrespective of this, should not the same concern be given to both?
Perhaps these are too philosophical to answer and certainly there are no easy answers to life. I know that I cannot answer them. What I do know is that it is exquisitely apparent to me that my desires, my emotions and my passions have not seemed to age (nor have they diminished) and that, more than anything, is what tugs at the heart as I grow older in America.
-R.B.A.
